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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The Baltic Sea region (BSR) is one of the most 

developed and sustainable transnational aquatic-

terrestrial systems in the world. The profound global 

geopolitical and geo-economic shifts of the late 20th – 

early 21st centuries have considerably transformed its 

socio-economic status affecting Russia and other 

former Soviet republics, countries of the socialist camp 

and post-industrial economies of Northern Europe. 

Scholars link the specific nature of the demographic 

and urbanization processes in the countries adjacent to 

the Baltic Sea to their macro-regional characteristics 

and to the fact that they are a part of the Baltic region 

(Fedorov et al., 2019; Kirch, 2018; Maksimtsev et al., 

2017; Mezhevich et al., 2016; Palmowski and 

Tarkowski, 2018). The marine factor is an important 

prerequisite for the development of the BSR countries. 

The impact of the sea on the economy and settlement 

patterns has received considerable attention in recent 

years. Numerous scholars indicate that coastal areas are 

attractive to population and industry, resulting in 

impressive density figures around the globe. 

Estimations on the share of the world’s population 

residing in coastal territories range from two to three 

times the global average values (Amos et al., 2013; 

Creel, 2003; Crossland and Baird, 2005; Salvati and 

Forino, 2014; Small and Nicholls, 2003).  

Discrepancies occur due to variations in the 

delimitation principles of the coastal zone (including 
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altitude), research period, and source of data used. For 

example, having a broad scope over the Mediterranean 

countries, Cori (1999) estimates that the coastal 

population accounts for 10% of the total, whereas 

focusing on a coastal zone of 3-mile wide, Suárez de 

Vivero and Rodríguez Mateos (2005) present the share 

of the coastal population as being 60% of the 

Mediterranean coast. Apart from the remoteness of the 

land-water boundary, settlement patterns and the 

economic structure are often taken into consideration 

as delimitation principles. Scholars trace the 

coastalization of human activities that benefit from 

positive externalities of coastal location: marine 

resources, trade routes, tourism (Blackburn and 

Marques, 2013). Thus, as reasonably noted by Kildow 

and McIlgorm (2010), many marine-related activities, 

such as boat building, seafood processing, maritime 

research, etc. may be located at a considerable distance 

from the coast, widening the limits of the “coastal” area.  

However, coastal urbanization assessment needs to be 

approached with caution since the “coastal sprawl” is a 

highly divergent process (Beach, 2002). Mee (2012) 

notes that, on one hand, there are large megalopolises 

adjacent to the sea and ocean shores throughout the 

world and, on the other hand, coastal areas often 

appear to be a hostile environment. Climatic conditions 

retain to be a critical factor in the development of 

coastal areas, while household dependence on marine 

bio-resources is decreasing. Hence, the perception that 

all “rush to the coast” (McFadden, 2007) and that 

coastal zones worldwide are “over-crowded, over-

developed, and over-exploited” (Hinrichsen, 1996) is 

incorrect. 

Since coastalization predominantly deals with 

a socio-economic domain (Mikhaylov et al., 2018), it is 

important to consider the development trajectory of the 

macro-region. In the context of the BSR countries, 

urban dynamics and settlement patterns are a 

comprehensive reflection of the specific economic and 

political changes that have occurred in the region 

during the last 30 years (Hanell and Nielsen, 2000; 

Hanell and Nielsen, 2002; et al., Korcelli, 2002). As 

stated by Druzhinin (2016), the development of the 

coastal settlement network across the Baltic Sea varies 

throughout the BSR countries. Among the factors 

affecting the residential structure across BSR are the 

significant changes in the demographic profile (Berzins 

and Zvidrins, 2011; Hanell, 2000; Manakov et al., 2017; 

Michalski, 2001), the shift in the economy structure of 

the post-Soviet space (Glinkina and Kulikova, 2016; 

Kuznetsova, 2013; Sluka and Ivanov, 2014; 

Ubarevičienė and Burneika, 2015), and the coastal 

location of individual countries and regions. The coastal 

urban settlements of the BSR have become a particular 

subject for classification and analysis (Fedorov et al., 

2017; Borodina, 2016; Enyedi, 1996; Lachininsky and 

Semenova, 2015), including the ones based on the level 

of metropolization (Druzhinin, 2014) and transnational 

cooperation (Palmowski and Tarkowski 2018; 

Bussmann and Nickel, 2018; Heininen, 2017; Pikner, 

2008). Regional and local differences in population 

dynamics of coastal territories illustrate the centre-

periphery gradients within the BSR, indicating the 

discreteness of its economic and socio-cultural space. 

The study seeks to identify the patterns of population 

dynamics in the BSR while giving specific attention to 

coastal urban settlements. The following section 

describes the methodology for the study. Section 3 

provides the empirical results presented in a sequential 

order starting with general socio-economic dynamics of 

states, followed by data on urban settlements. The 

paper closes with a summary of key findings and 

conclusions. 

 

2. METHODOLOGY  

 

An in-depth understanding of the development 

trajectories of the coastal urban settlements in the BSR 

during the post-Soviet period requires an accurate 

demarcation of the research area and careful data 

selection. The general criteria for including a region or a 

country into the BSR are extensively discussed in 

scholarly literature, including contemplations over the 

Baltic Sea catchment area limits, settlement patterns 

and others (Mezhevich et al., 2016; Palmowski and 

Tarkowski, 2018; Fedorov and Korneevets, 1999).  

 
 

Fig. 1. The Baltic Sea region. 

 

The adopted definition of the BSR implies a 

study area that includes the entire territories of the 

Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania) and 

Scandinavia in its broad interpretation (Denmark, 
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Finland, and Sweden), the northern lands of Germany 

(Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, Schleswig-Holstein) 

and Poland (Pomerania, West Pomerania), as well as 

the north-western part of Russia (the city of St. 

Petersburg, Leningrad region, Kaliningrad region) – see 

Figure 1.  

The demarcation principles selected for setting 

the spatial scope of the study are based on the European 

Union perspective in defining coastal regions, i.e. the 

regions of the Baltic Sea countries having significant 

social and economic ties to the sea (Collet, 2010). In 

this paper, the minimum population threshold set for 

the urban settlement assessment is 50,000 people. A 

total of 115 urban settlements are analysed. Their 

distribution is uneven, as follows: Sweden – 46, Finland 

– 15 and Denmark (incl. parts of Greater Copenhagen) 

– 15, Germany – 10, Russia – 8, Poland – 8, Lithuania 

– 6, Latvia – 4, Estonia – 3. Smaller settlements often 

do not feature a full spectrum of functions to consider 

them as coastal in terms of socio-economic profile, thus, 

they were excluded from the study. Focusing on the 

coastal potential, several coastal metropolitan areas 

with a population of over 100,000 people were selected 

for further urban dynamics analysis. The preliminary 

analysis is presented by macro-level statistics on 

economic and demographic indicators of BSR countries 

allowing to characterize national trends as a condition 

for the development of coastal regions and the 

respective coastal urban settlements. The World Bank 

database (World Bank, 2018) was used as the main 

source of statistical data (including the national rates of 

urbanization and urban population growth). At the 

regional level, the paper provides an analysis of the 

Eurostat data on NUTS 2 regions and metropolitan 

areas (Eurostat, 2018), i.e. the largest Baltic coastal 

centres (the NUTS 2 statistics classification corresponds 

to the total territory of each of the Baltic States, which is 

a research limitation). In case of statistical data 

inconsistency, the preference was given to the national 

statistics data and population censuses (National 

Census Database, 2018; Rosstat, 2018; Statistics 

Lithuania, 2018).  

The baseline years applied are 1990, 2000, 

2005, 2010, and 2016. Data for 1995 was used as 

supplementary information during the refinement and 

augmentation of data for individual cities. In some 

cases, data from the adjacent periods was used, 

depending on the national population census 

conducted. For instance, the initial indices for Estonia, 

Latvia, and Lithuania were based on the data of the 

1989 Soviet census (instead of 1990); the 2001 census 

data was also used to compile indices for Lithuania 

(instead of 2000). In some cases, when data for 

individual cities was unavailable, the database was 

supplemented by using extrapolation tools and 

available data sets for urban dynamics in cities of the 

same regions. Data for non-capital cities was 

augmented by drawing on the dynamics of cities with 

similar status and population (instead of data on capital 

cities) to ensure the relevance of the data obtained. In 

total, less than 10% of the data was refined or 

augmented. 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

3.1. Countrywide assessment of socio-economic 

dynamics in the Baltic Sea region 

 

The total demographic potential of the BSR 

has not changed much over the analyzed period with 

292.5 million people being registered in 1990 and 292.1 

in 2016. Russia and Germany are the two dominant 

demographic poles in the macro-region with a total 

population of more than 220 million people (140 and 

80 million people respectively), followed by Poland with 

38 million people. However, only a part of these 

countries’ population is located in the BSR area, which 

should be taken into consideration. During the post-

Soviet period, heterogeneous demographic trends have 

developed in the BSR countries (Table 1).  

 
Table 1. Total population change in the Baltic Sea region (%). 

 

Period 
Country 

1990-1995 1995-2000 2000-2005 2005-2010 2010-2016 
Denmark 1.8 2.0 1.5 2.4 3.3 
Estonia -8.4 -2.8 -3.0 -1.7 -1.2 
Finland 2.4 1.3 1.4 2.2 2.5 
Germany 2.8 0.7 0.3 -0.8 0.9 
Latvia -6.7 -4.7 -5.4 -6.3 -6.6 
Lithuania -1.9 -3.6 -5.1 -6.8 -7.4 
Poland 1.3 -0.9 -0.2 -0.3 -0.2 
Russia 0.1 -1.2 -2.1 -0.5 1.0 
Sweden 3.1 0.5 1.8 3.9 5.8 

Source: based on World Bank, 2018. 

 
Between 1990 and 2016, the Baltic States have 

experienced significant population reduction. The 

population in Estonia has declined by more than 16%, 

in Lithuania by over one-fifth, and in Latvia by over 

one-quarter. On the other hand, the population in 

Denmark and Sweden has increased considerably (by 
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11.4% and 15.9% respectively). Migration is the main 

reason for population growth in the Nordic countries 

and Germany featuring a considerable influx of 

migrants in 2015 and 2016. While Estonia suffered a 

dramatic population decline during the first five post-

Soviet years, Russia experienced the greatest fall in 

2000-2005. Russia and Germany made a demographic 

recovery in the period 2010-2016, while in Sweden, 

Finland and Denmark the population has been growing 

incrementally since 2000. Generally, demographic 

trends predominantly depend on economic factors 

acting as a magnet for migrants who have dramatically 

changed the demographic landscape of this macro-

region (Kirch, 2018). The BSR economic divergence and 

the shift of balance are reflected in the values of the 

gross domestic product (GDP) (Table 2).  

 

Table 2. Welfare distribution in the Baltic Sea region. 

 

GDP (billion USD, current prices) Share of the BSR GDP (%) 
Country 

1995* 2000 2005 2010 2016 
GDP growth 
in 1995-2016 1995 2016 

Germany 2591.6 1949.9 2861.4 3417.1 3477.8 1.34 69.5 54.5 

Russia 395.5 259.7 764.0 1524.9 1283.2 3.24 10.6 20.1 

Sweden 264.1 259.8 389.0 488.4 514.5 1.95 7.1 8.1 

Poland 142.1 171.9 306.1 479.3 471.4 3.32 3.8 7.4 

Denmark 185.0 164.2 264.5 322.0 306.9 1.66 5.0 4.8 

Finland 134.2 125.5 204.4 247.8 238.7 1.78 3.6 3.7 

Lithuania 7.9 11.5 26.1 37.1 42.8 5.43 0.2 0.7 

Latvia 5.8 7.9 16.9 23.8 27.6 4.76 0.2 0.4 

Estonia 4.4 5.7 14.0 19.5 23.3 5.34 0.1 0.4 

Total 3730.5 2956.2 4846.5 6559.8 6386.0 1.71 100.0 100.0 
Source: based on World Bank, 2018. 

Note: *the World Bank GDP statistics for the Baltic States – Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and for the united Germany starts in 1995. 

 

Calculations suggest that, during the studied 

period, the region’s GDP has almost doubled; the Baltic 

States, as well as Poland and Russia, outperformed 

other countries in terms of growth rate. Despite the 

active growth, the Baltic States produced less than 1% of 

the region’s GDP each. Germany remains to be the 

largest economy in the regional GDP, although 

featuring a significant reduction in its share in favour of 

Russia and Poland. The per capita indicators of the BSR 

states had similar trajectories over the period, being 

convergent into two groups (Fig. 2).  
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Fig. 2. GDP per capita by PPP (USD) (source: based 

on World Bank, 2018). 

 

According to statistics, the difference between 

the maximum and the minimum value for GDP per 

capita in the region in 1995 was of 4.3. By 2016, the 

difference halved, with Denmark, Sweden and Germany 

showing the highest values and Russia showing the 

lowest due to an almost twofold drop in the exchange 

rate of the national currency since 2014. In general, the 

GDP per capita in the region increased 2.7-fold from 

13.3 to 36.4 thousand USD, while the usual centre - 

periphery gradient of population flow remained the 

same. Thus, differences in the level and dynamics of 

territorial development are expected, while some 

convergence is expected within two broad groups (Fig. 

2). 

 

3.2. Coastal urban settlements in the Baltic Sea 

region 

 

The coastal regions of the BSR countries differ 

in terms of level of development and demographic 

potential, and also regarding their position in the 

national centre-periphery systems. For instance, St. 

Petersburg is rightfully the second capital of Russia, and 

Kaliningrad is a meaningful strategic enclave, while 

German bundeslands and Polish voivodeships on the 

Baltic Sea generally fall into the category of national 

peripheries. 

The geography of coastal urbanization is an 

indication of the national demographic dynamics and 

reflects the role of thalasso-attractiveness (i.e. 

coastalization) in the spatial organization of economies. 

According to the latter, the BSR can be divided into the 

following groups (Fedorov et al., 2017): countries with 

pronounced coastalization (Denmark, Sweden, Finland, 



Population Dynamics in the Coastal Urban Settlements of the Baltic Sea Region 

Journal Settlements and Spatial Planning, vol. 10, no. 1 (2019) 61-70 

 

 65 

Estonia, Latvia); countries with less profound effect of 

the proximity to the sea (Germany, Lithuania, Poland); 

countries with strong differentiation of the territory in 

terms of coastalization (Russia). Table 3 shows the 

differentiation of urbanization parameters by the three 

groups of countries. 

 
Table 3. Urban population dynamics in 1990-2016 (%). 
 

Urban population share 
 Country 

1990 2016 
Change in urban 
population share 

Average annual rate of 
change in urban 
population share 

Pronounced coastalization 
Denmark 84.8 87.8 3.0 0.54 
Sweden 83.1 86.0 2.9 0.70 
Finland 79.4 84.4 5.0 0.63 
Estonia 71.2 67.5 -3.8 -0.86 
Latvia 69.3 67.4 -1.9 -1.24 
Moderate coastalization 
Germany 73.1 75.5 2.4 0.30 
Lithuania 67.6 66.5 -1.1 -0.99 
Poland 61.3 60.5 -0.7 -0.04 
Differentiated coastalization 
Russia 73.4 74.1 0.7 -0.05 

Source: based on World Bank (2018), Eurostat (2018), National Census database (2018), Rosstat (2018).  

 
 Table 4. Population dynamics in the NUTS-2 coastal regions of the Baltic Sea region 

 

Region 2006 2010 2015 2017 

Growth 
rate, 

2006-2017 
(%) 

Hovedstaden (DK) 1,636,749 1,680,271 1,768,125 1,807,404 10.43 
Sjælland (DK) 816,118 820,564 820,480 832,553 2.01 
Syddanmark (DK) 1,189,817 1,200,277 1,205,728 1,217,224 2.30 
Midtjylland (DK) 1,227,428 1,253,998 1,282,750 1,304,253 6.26 
Nordjylland (DK) 576,972 579,628 582,632 587,335 1.80 
Estonia (ES) 1,350,700 1,333,290 1,314,870 1,315,635 -2.60 
Latvia (LV) 2,227,874 2,120,504 1,986,096 1,950,116 -12.47 
Länsi-Suomi (FI) 1,334,293 1,355,168 1,377,281 1,380,593 3.47 
Helsinki-Uusimaa (FI) 1,452,083 1,517,542 1,603,388 1,638,293 12.82 
Etelä-Suomi (FI) 1,143,740 1,154,648 1,161,706 1,159,174 1.35 
Pohjois-ja Itä-Suomi (FI) 1,298,698 1,296,335 1,300,462 1,296,023 -0.21 
Åland (FI) 26,766 27,734 28,916 29,214 9.15 
Stockholm (SE) 1,889,945 2,019,182 2,198,044 2,269,060 20.06 
Östra Mellansverige (SE) 1,518,077 1,558,292 1,621,566 1,664,145 9.62 
Småland med öarna (SE) 800,054 810,066 826,243 847,667 5.95 
Sydsverige (SE) 1,320,160 1,383,653 1,443,065 1,483,018 12.34 
Västsverige (SE) 1,814,323 1,866,283 1,942,677 1,992,116 9.80 
Norra Mellansverige (SE) 825,037 825,931 833,585 848,451 2.84 
Mellersta Norrland (SE) 370,764 369,708 369,826 374,245 0.94 
Övre Norrland (SE) 509,392 507,567 512,349 516,451 1.39 
Mecklenburg-West Pomerania (DE) 1,707,266 1,651,216 1,599,138 1,610,674 -5.66 
Schleswig-Holstein (DE) 2,832,950 2,832,027 2,830,864 2,881,926 1.73 
Lithuania (LT) 3,289,835 3,141,976 2,921,262 2,847,904 -13.43 
West Pomerania (PL) 1,694,178 1,696,985 1,688,486 1,681,246 -0.76 
Pomerania (PL) 2,199,043 2,234,955 2,271,559 2,285,800 3.95 
St. Petersburg & Leningrad region (RU) 2,936,732 3,162,688 3,416,150 3,489,663 18.83 
Kaliningrad region (RU) 939,887 941,873 968,944 986,261 4.93 

Source: based on Eurostat (2018), Rosstat (2018).  

 
The data shows that classification based on 

coastal proximity introduces only fragmentary 

differences in the level and pace of urbanization. In 

general, it is possible to declare pervasive de-

urbanization. As data indicate, the urban population 

decline is a widespread phenomenon in Russia, in the 
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post-Soviet space and in the former socialist camp. To a 

certain extent, the entry of the former socialist 

countries into the European Union served as the trigger 

for this process, as it opened up the possibility for mass 

labour migration, affecting primarily the urban 

population with its more mobile and skilled workers. 

The Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and 

Poland became EU members only by 2004, nearly a 

decade later than Scandinavian countries, which 

affected the patterns of their development trajectory. 

Table 4 indicates the population dynamics in the coastal 

areas of the BSR. 

The coastal urban settlements of the BSR 

countries demonstrate their significant dependence on 

both the centre-periphery status and history (i.e. the 

“old” and the “new” West). Germany is a good example 

of the latter since two of its coastal areas were divided 

between the former Federal Republic of Germany 

(FRG) and the German Democratic Republic (GDR). In 

the period 1990-2016, the urban settlements of both 

regions were affected by depopulation. For instance, 

Kiel, the centre of the western state of Schleswig-

Holstein, lost 3% of its population, whilst Rostock, the 

centre of Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, lost about 17%. 

The urban population decline in the western state 

ranged from 3% to 6.3%, while in the eastern one was 

between 13.5 and 28.8% (with Neubrandenburg 

suffering peak losses). Depopulation is the general 

trend for the east of the country. In the post-Soviet 

period, its urban population has decreased by 20%. In 

half of the urban settlements, the decrease was of even 

more than 20%. One of the reasons was the industry 

modernization leading to a reduction in employment. A 

particular example is Lauzitc thermal power station 

with 10,000 people of the GDR being employed; today 

it is the state-of-the-art and one of the largest plants 

with a total of 250 employees. Another reason for 

depopulation is population ageing and increasing 

mortality rate. A significant factor is the desire of people 

to move to larger cities. On the territory of the former 

GDR, there are now only four urbanization centres left 

– Berlin, Dresden, Leipzig and Jena. A reason for the 

current break is the launch of the ‘Strengthen the 

strengths’ initiative in 26 cities of the eastern state of 

Brandenburg. Drawing on the example of the coastal 

urban settlements of Germany, a 5% reduction in the 

population can be attributed to the peripheral status of 

the territories; however, a 10-20% additional reduction 

of the eastern urban population is a consequence of 

post-socialist transformation. The Baltic States confirm 

this assumption. Their cities have undergone significant 

depopulation. The capitals of Estonia and Latvia 

experienced less reduction than other urban 

settlements in these countries indicating a 

redistribution of the population. By 2016, the total 

population of cities in Latvia decreased by 30.7%, in 

Lithuania – by 19.8%, in Estonia – by 15.1%. In fact, 

such a dramatic fall is typical, for example, of the 

Latvian cities of Liepaja (from 114,462 to 70,630 

people), Daugavpils (from 126,680 to 85,858 people), 

and Riga (from 915,106 to 639,630 people). 

In Poland with its famous ‘shock therapy’ 

strategy of transition from socialism to capitalism, the 

urban population of two coastal voivodships decreased 

by 1.8%. The 10% population reduction in Słupsk is the 

exception to the rule; as, at the same time, the 

population of Wejherowo increased by 5.8% in 1990-

2016. The population decline in Gdansk and Szczecin, 

the largest coastal centres of Poland, is negligible. 

 
Fig. 3. Population dynamics of the Baltic coastal 

urban settlements in 1990-2016. 

 

The specific factor that has affected the 

demographic dynamics of the Baltic coastal urban 

settlements of Russia is the growth of their importance 

in the post-Soviet period associated with the fact that 

the country has lost some major ports and coastal areas. 

Additional factors contributing to the growth include 

the reorientation of raw materials exports from the 

ports of the Baltic States to new ports near St. 

Petersburg, the dramatic increase in raw materials 

exports and import, the export of manufactured goods, 

as well as the reindustrialization related to the marine 

factor. As a result, during the period from 1989 until 

2016 the population of some coastal urban settlements 

in the Russian Federation has more than doubled 

(Vsevolozhsk showed a 2.1-fold increase, Sertolovo 

showed a 2.9-fold increase). However, it should be 

noted that these settlements are not large. On average, 

in the given period, the population of the relevant urban 

settlements has grown by 6.2% (St. Petersburg – by 
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4.5%, Kaliningrad – by 13.5%). However, Vyborg and 

Kirishi demonstrated a slight decrease (both by 3%).  

The rate of change in the population of the 

coastal cities of the former Soviet Union in the Baltic 

States was highly unstable over the period. In 1990-

2000 the population of the coastal cities of Eastern 

Germany and the three countries of the Soviet Baltics 

declined considerably - by 8% in Lithuania and by 16-

19% in the other two countries. In 2010-2016, the 

population continued to decline only in Latvia (by 

6.2%) and Lithuania (by 5.7%), while in the other two 

countries there was an increase. In the coastal cities of 

Poland in 1990-2016 population decline did not exceed 

2%, while in Russia, the coastal cities at the Baltic Sea, 

which lost about 6% of the population in 1990-2005, 

showed an increase of over 12% in 2005-2016. 

Figure 3 further illustrates a significant 

population decline in all urban settlements located in 

the territory of the former socialist camp, except for 

Russia and Poland. It is worth mentioning, that the rate 

of the population loss has changed upon the entry of the 

Baltic States into the EU: since 2005, Latvia and 

Lithuania have suffered a new upsurge of the 

population outflow. Estonia did not experience it due to 

the fact that it has achieved economic stability earlier 

since it was a precondition for the Eurozone (the euro 

was put into circulation in 2011, while in Latvia and 

Lithuania it occurred in 2014 and 2015 respectively). 

Zero population outflow from the coastal urban 

settlements in Poland is explained by the size of the 

economy and by the relatively fast pace of the 

transformation process. Demographic recovery of the 

Russian urban settlements on the Baltic coast coincided 

with the resource-based economic growth of the mid-

2000s. 

The coastal urban settlements of the Old 

Europe have not felt the effects of economic 

transformations since 1990; therefore, urbanization has 

developed progressively and experienced a significant 

impact of the migration factor. As noted above, the 

Baltic coastal metropolitan areas of the Old West 

experienced 3-11% population increase in 2000-2016. 

The Baltic coastal settlements of West Germany lost 4% 

of their population in 1990-2016, while the Eastern 

coastal settlements in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania 

lost 20%. During this period, the largest coastal centres 

of the developed Baltic countries were actively 

increasing their demographic potential (Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Population dynamics in the largest coastal centres (over 250 thousand people) of the developed Baltic Sea region 
states (no. of people). 

 

City 1990 2000 2005 2010 2016 
Growth 

rate 
Helsinki / Helsingfors 491,000 559,718* 558,122 588,549 628,208 27.9 

Espoo / Esbo 169,833 209,667 230,912 247,970 269,802 58.9 

Tampere / Tammerfors 218,722 270,753 241,130 211,507 225,118 2.9 

Turku / Åbo 205,953 239,018 207,553 176,087 185,908 -9.7 

Stockholm 674,452 750,348 771,038 829,417 935,619 38.7 

Göteborg … 466,990 484,942 507,330 556,640 19.2 

Malmö  … 259,579 271,271 293,909 328,494 26.5 
København (part of Greater 
Copenhagen Region) 

… … 498,151 528,208 591,481 18.7 

Aarhus … … 233,197 242,914 264,716 13.5 
* - data for 2001 
Source: based on Eurostat (2018), Rosstat (2018). 

 

The calculations indicate that, aside from the 

national population redistribution, presumably 

explaining the population decrease in Turku, all the 

largest Baltic coastal centres of the Old Europe 

demonstrated brisk population growth, largely ensured 

by the open door policy and the generous social support 

offered to migrants prior to the migration crisis of 2015-

2016. The large urban settlements in Finland (Oulu, 

Tampere, and Vantaa) demonstrated unstable dynamics 

after 1990, although the general demographic trend was 

upward. The other urban settlements with the 

population range of 50-250 thousand inhabitants 

showed an average population increase of 20.1% in 

1990-2016 (including Kotka – 2%, Lahti – 13.5%, 

Kuopio – 62%, etc.). The population of the Swedish 

coastal urban settlements (except for the above-

mentioned Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö) has 

increased by 15.5% (17.9%, if we include the major 

centres). This seems to indicate the process of urban 

concentration in Sweden. In the studied period, the 

population growth in Solna and Naa exceeded 30%, in 9 

other urban settlements (Botkirka, Sollentuna, 

Hanninge etc.) it was more than 20%, and in 12 cities 

(Jönköping, Helsingborg, Linköping, etc.) it was over 

15%. 

In Denmark, with 15 urban settlements 

analyzed (as, in fact, all five Danish NUTS 2 level 

regions have access to the Baltic Sea), all urban 
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settlements experienced population growth from 5.1% 

to 18.7% in 2005-2016. Out of six urban settlements in 

the urban area of Greater Copenhagen, two had 

minimal increase, two – medium, two – high, indicating 

the absence of explicit urban population centralization. 

The total population growth of the coastal urban 

settlements in Denmark in 2005-2016 has reached 13%. 

During the same period, the urban population growth 

in Sweden was of 12.7%. Therefore, it is possible to state 

that during the last eleven years the processes in the 

countries have synchronized. The extrapolation (taking 

into account trend inertia and growth factors) points to 

the increase in the coastal urban population of both 

Denmark and Sweden by an average of 20% (with some 

settlements being above 20%).  

 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

 

The study on the post-Soviet demographic 

dynamics of the coastal urban settlements in the BSR 

has revealed a number of features, both with due regard 

to the countrywide trends and the specifics of 

coastalization. The differences occur due to the national 

population dynamics and the development trajectories 

of key urban centres. The urban settlements within a 

macro-region generally fall into one of the following 

types: 

I. Demographically stable and growing cities in 

countries with sustainable population growth (e.g. 

Nordic capitals, Malmö, Hamburg, etc.). These are 

urban settlements localized in countries experiencing 

active population growth (Nordic countries and 

Germany in particular). 

I.a. A subtype characterised by urban 

depopulation contrasted with the general growth of the 

national population (e.g. Rostock). 

II. Demographically stable and growing cities 

in countries suffering depopulation. This group includes 

the urban settlements of Russia and Poland (for 

instance, St. Petersburg, Kaliningrad, and Gdansk).  

III. Cities with declining population in 

countries suffering depopulation at the national level 

(Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia). 

III.a. A subtype characterized by an urban 

centre with stable population in a country experiencing 

population decline (e.g. Vilnius). 

The urban population dynamics in the coastal 

regions of the BSR countries demonstrates 

multidirectional trends that are subject to the factors 

associated with changing socio-economic models, the 

national centre-periphery system and joining the 

supranational institutes (EU, Eurozone). One of the 

major trends of the period is the depopulation of the 

urban settlements in the Baltic States and the eastern 

part of Germany. At the same time, while the 

population of coastal urban settlements remained stable 

in Poland, substantial growth was registered in Russia. 

Against this background, the maximum urban 

population growth is reached in the Nordic countries. 

Their significant migration attractiveness resulted in 

the urban population growth in Denmark and Sweden 

by at least 20% in this century alone. Over the past 

three decades, the BSR has been undergoing active 

formation process within the overall European 

integration framework. The macro-region is a Russia-

EU bipolar structure with substantial sustainable 

differences in socio-economic and residential dynamics 

of its national and regional segments. The identified 

trends in the transformation of cities in the Baltic 

region are grounded on the differences in the key 

factors that predetermined transformations in the 

period after the collapse of the USSR. The coastal cities 

of the “old” Europe (Western Germany, Scandinavia, 

Denmark) continued their developmental trends, which 

supported the “welfare state” with a wide range of 

guarantees for population. As a result, this led to an 

explosive influx of migrants in 2015-2016. Both the 

young population and a significant inflow of migrants 

after mid-2010s has led to the active growth of 

population and the preservation of the potential of the 

capitals and large coastal cities of the countries of the 

“old” Europe.  

The key trend of the cities of the former 

“socialist” bloc, on the contrary, are the shock changes 

that led to a sharp change in development conditions, 

causing de-urbanization (irrespective of individual 

triggers). In Russia, Eastern Germany and the Baltic 

States the depopulation was combined with an 

economic crisis, while the economy of Poland was less 

affected. However, in the Baltic States, migration losses 

were significant, both because of the outflow of the 

Russian population and because of the possibility of 

labour migration that opened along with the accession 

to the EU. The process was accompanied by the sharp 

decline of the urban population, which had detrimental 

consequences for rural areas. 

Today, the growth of commodity exports and 

the associated explosive development of port and 

pipeline infrastructure caused both the influx of 

population and the economic growth in cities of the 

Baltic coast of Russia. The rest of the BSR does not 

show similar factors for breaking the established urban 

development trends, thus, resulting in a fragmentary 

recovery of the urban population share in Eastern 

Germany and Estonia, and the preservation of negative 

(albeit less pronounced) trends in the other Baltic 

States. 
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